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. This paper examines the perceptﬁons of e]emeptary school students
[

regarding who are "better readers in classrooms. Early in their

¢
school exper1ence, students form percept1ons about themselves and t@%1r

peers. The very nature of the schoo]1ng experience may be respon51b1e
sfor this fgct. When, stJdents enter schoo] they enter an‘fnv1ronment

. where they must work together 1n the same room on the same or similar

tasks, where there are general expecta¢1ons for how quickly they will

progress, and where ach1evement is rewarded " ) ~

~

In this environment, students Tearn ear1y~to'rank‘:he relative ° .

LI

. achievement of their peers (Stipek, 1981) 1nitia]]y,}host students

ho]d quite pos1t1ve views of the1r owWn performance, and they remain hopeful

Q -

‘Lor the future even in the face df apparentli negat1ve feedbacH‘such as

.
-~

low grades (Entwisle and Hayduk 1978 N1cho]]s, 1978). Around second
grade, as students,’ ass1m1]ate feedback about the1r own re]at position, ' N
¢hey begin to_rdte. their own ach1evement in a manner cons1stent w1th N

. datings by teachers and peers (St1pek 1981; Nicholls, 15?8 ). - This

means that some students 1nev1tab1y come to see, themse]ves as relat1ve]y

-

xhigh and others as relatively low achievebs.” ‘. ks

,x“ ’ . \
It s impértant, therefore, to understand the ways students con- ,

)

ceptualizeland interpret- #hat ‘goes on ‘in classes. ' Students ' “views may

vary depending on characteristics of, the school setting. The manner in
wh1ch teachers organ1ze 1nstruct1ona1 act1v1t1es may 1nf1uence the oppor-

i tun1t1es students have for mak1ng compar1sons, as we11 as thelamount and
‘S
types of 1nformat1on ava11ab1e to them. If S0, these setting effects 4
- X
would be 1mportant because’ teachers could change or&adapt 1nstruct1ona1

organ1zat1on and act1v1t1es to produce more des1rab1e outcomes,
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. . . . . RO
. .
In this paper we will. focus on. three factors wh1ch may 1nf1uence student

A 4

percekt1ohs (1) classroom organ1zat1on;‘(2) studefit age, and (3) student

ab1]3ty.-. ‘ N * ] o v
Activity form and'grouping potentially influence the nature and frequency
' ' T

\ B
of feedback which is,available to students. During a whole-class lesson,

bath performance dand feedback are pub]ic. Teachers who use recitation and

“

__ _ —class task activities provmde the1r students with many opportunities for
e " public performance (Bossert, 1979). Students can compare their own perfor-

mances with others' on the same task, and -disparities among students' achieve-
: X

i mentS'are apparent. However, when students are engaged\1n a seatwork phase

~

of who]e c]ass instruction, performance is much [ess public and teachers
“have an opportunity to provide individua] feedba'ck to students. As classroom

activities become more diverse and content.is more differentiated (a mu]titask
. s t
; classroom), students become involved ifi tasks which abre ne1ther pub11c nor

"«

" comparable. Such an organ1zat1on would 11ﬁ‘f’the opportunity for perform&hce

comparisons, .

. ‘The degree of “pyblic performance in classrooms has been linked tgq .the
perceptions students have of themse]ves and their classmates. Students
from;c]assrooms where performance u%sibility is high are better able to
agree among themselvés and with. the1r teachers about the read1ng ab111ty of °

' [~dheir classmates (Rosenho]tz and W11son, 1980).- Moreover, students perce1ve
more dffferentia] teacher treatment in classrooms where teachers publicly

announfe students' scores and point out’ good and poor.students (Marshall et

1., 1980), and students use this pub]1c 1nformat1on in making Judgments'

H

On the other hand, grouping students for instruction provides them
- 1 ¢ .o R

| - S

i . '

o

’ . o

about how smart other students are (We1nste;£, 1981)\ o -

-
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with different information abolt the performance levels of their peer?

s
.

(Rosenbaum, 1980). When grouping is used, students are ndt always able «

.

to obserVe the performance of students in other groups, and, in some cases,
may be unaware of ability group assignments (Eder, 1979).- However, the t
way teachers design ard imp]éﬁent’group activtties’has'been found to
influence the visihi]ity of groups (Go]dberg et ai., 1966) which, in

~ s ¢ -
turn, may provide students with information aboutwtheir own abilitiess
4
The group1ng practices which teachers use have been found to 1nf1uence
' - .
,_students percept1ohs of their c]assmates ab111t1es. In exp10r1ng how

students decide they §re smart Weinstein (1981) foﬁhd that they primarily

use 1nfgrmat1dh abaut poor performahce. But they also. cons1der group1ng

practices in mak1ng\the1r_deq1s1ons. When probed for mor%;1nformat1on,

.

studdnts were able to make distinctions between grpups. For example,’
Clements et al. (1980) discovered that students ment1on the matEr1a1s and

tasks’ used by groups more often than ab111ty d1fferences when deschb1ng g

-

" the dqffecences\\etween reading groups. What this suggests is that .

.'students ma!‘Jearn that harder tasks are asioc1ated with certa1n groups, 1

> <

wh1ch may iTifluence the1r percept1ons of which students are smart (N1cholls, o
1978) \ : ' - -
Bes1des c]assroom 8rgan1zat1on two other factors also appear to in- '

\T\(iuence student percePt1ons of better readers. First, the age of students -

>

° . ¢ ®

may’influehce EC:ir percep}ﬁons. Youngér. children have had fewer classroom

experiences anq ay be developmentally less mature than older students.
“ These differences may tnf]uence.wﬁgt they are able to perceive and express. .
- - ' ’ ’ .
Some of the most concerted effort in this area has been conducted by : h
" has ‘been condugted by Nicholls (1978), who has found that.-older, elementary-
A T K . ., R ’, . .' ‘ )
/_ ‘.‘ ~ . E
A £ 3 v
* i,‘-' L] _—_’.._.,.._




aged stodents are better abl§>to distinguish betweén ef fort and ability,

are‘apt to lower their self-ratings on academic .attatnment, and attach -

.. . . , ~
T 3 . - . ‘

greater?incentive value to more difficult ,tasks. It alsd has‘heen dis-

covered that studentsére able to critically assess their peers' perfor-

v

. ) v -
‘mances earlier than)their own (Stipeky; 1981). In making these comparisons
< ffkindergaaten through third-graders have been found'to focus on work habits

and behayioc;‘rather than on academic performance (Clements et al., 1980; - “am

“

Stipek, 1981). - : .

* . , A second factor that may-influence student perceptions is their

. e . /
ability lewel. Because students from different groups engage in different

]

-

Vs,

" ~activitiés and receive varying feedback from teachers, they .may d&{:eren;
, tially perceive  ¢lassroom events. The research ev1dence is Conflkc 1ng

S »

Some studies f1nd ability d1fferences, for*example, in descr151ng d1ffer-
. - »

ent1a1 teachep treatment of,students high achievegrs have reported that N

female students rece1ve more supportive—hélp’ from teachers than males, T L

- ° ¢

- while ]ow ach1evers seem to feel that ]ow ach1evers ‘(regardless of sex)

receive more supporttve he]p (we1nste1n et al., 1989). However, bther
, !research reports po differences in perceptions of,students from 35r163§ _
s ach;evement or abi]ity'1evelsf£ClemehtS“et a1.§:19809. \ Lo ; . ' ‘ ‘
‘ The research reported here‘differs trom prerious work in.several Ways.-

= . . R

. “Unlike other studies (e.g., Marshall:et al., 1980 St1pek 1981 Rosenho1tz 8

L

Wilson, 1980; CJements et al., 1980) the.focus here is on d1scover1ng how

3

»
< )

., 7 astudents define and ident;;i;iood reading Mhen,asked to compare a number of 7‘
t

".Students in'their‘classro he.ef fort- has- been to collect‘and analyze

. : detai]ed‘jnférnatﬁon on the criteria students use when describing.good"

e .

reading, in particulat, these questions are'addressed: Do stlidents use
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ability'group placement when comparing students? What additional infor-
mation do students use for\judgihg readers; in cnasses'with some forh of  «

-~

grouping? What are the salient bases of comparison,when reading is

taught in a whole class situdtion? How do students’ ages and ability
- . T
Tevels affect their perceptions of better reéders? What is the relation-

.

ship between students' understanding of the reading program and their

reasons for selecting better readers?

. ?
> : ‘* -
. . Methodology 3 -
- ' o . s 1 N * y .
Samg] , e . ' '

¢ 2

¢ The data reported here are part of a 1arger study of grouping arrange-

ments conducted in seven c]assnooms in the greater San Franc1sko Bay Area.

For th1s ﬁeport data from two second grades, a second-third comb1nat1on,

<
-

“and two fifth grades are used. .

These five c1asses prov1de c1ear contrasts in instructional organi-

zat1on. In two of the classes, one second grade and one f1fth .grade,,

reading was taught in a who]e;class format.

In these c]asses,'all sgudents
used the same reader and participated in the sime lessons. In the fifth
grade class, the students couered skill units as\a whole-class group. s

rThese units included a pretest; worksheets, and a po§ttezaEE Regard]ess'of .

Mpretest score, all students comp]eted the unit together. In the second

grade class, the teacher did d1v1de students into two groups for oral

v
-

" - read1ng, but membership in these.groups changed from day to day and was : 4
‘. not_based on abitity. - | o .. , \
': “.+ " The second- th1rd grade comb1nat1oq,c]a§s was taught,with four ab111ty-'
‘ N baSed groups. The Harcourt Brace nead1ng series was used;. the Iowsst\ X




‘group read thegprimer and the highest group read the thirdq grade reader.

A permanent

between the

Each of the four groups/included second- and third-graders
aide worked with'the ]owest group while the teacher rotate

_remaining three- groups. Eventua11y, this arrangement was +d scont1nued

worked with one of the groups outside*the‘c]assroom._‘— — - . -

.

. The rema1n1ng second and fifth grade classes had perman
based nead1ng groups. These classes operated or a staggered schedule. .

Th1s schedule, which is common in Ca11forn1a involvesi having ha]f the

students come early in the'morning'for reading while the other half stays

)
i
\ - v . =~

]ate for reading. With this arrangement; only half the class is preseft )
at one time for read1ng.1nstruct1on. In each'class there were a total

of four ab1]1ty based read1ng groups. The two lower groups met in the s .

. +

morn1ng, the twa higher groups met in the afternoon.2' In the f1fth

grade class, the lowest group used a fourth grade text published by * ‘ .
~ -

. Scott Foresman, wh11e the other three groups used’ consecut1ve readers
from the G1nn 720 or-360 series. In the second grade c]ass, the four .

groups were at conseq&t1ve levels in the Economy Press series. In botfir
B () .
classes the teacher met glternately with one group and. then the other, .

In the second grade~ c]ass, an afde was present in ‘the morn1ng-to meet : .

¢ With one group. Otherwise, groups mot meet1ng w1th the teacher were

g

.,
-

engaged 1n.seatwork R

.
4

For ease 1n ‘describing the samp]e the five c]asses’are 1dent1f1ed e
by grade and organ1zat1on as fo]]ows second grade who]e class ='2w,

fifth ‘grade whoL;-c]ass = 5W, second-third- grade grouped = 2/3G,, second




.

,\/

.

-} - 0 ' .
grade staggered-group = 2SG, and fifth grade staggered-grouped = 5SG.°

The selection of these particular classrooms allows for two general '

levels of comparison. First, between-grade-level comparisons examine

«

;imifari(ies and differences in responses due to childrgn's aged. Second,
withinlgrade~1eve1 comparisons investigaté similarities and differences

attributable to classroom organization.

e e

RN Tt T T T T T .
. Interviews, . : i] . .
“ .

Interviews were conducted With 122 students, or 83 %'dt the total
number of students in the five classes. ‘Students who did not return
permiseion slips were.pot-ihtervjewed. hs eart of alarger jnterview
schedule, students were asked two general questions, oneideaiing pith

book order and the other with better readers.3 Interv1ews were con~

. -

ducted” in March and took p]ace outs1de the c}assroom with onl{ the inter- _

Lt e

viewer and the 1nterv1ewee present. aEach 1nterv1ew lasted about 25
[+4 (-,‘*
minutes., Interviewers were known to the students:through their role as

classroom observers since October. Sessions were tape recorded and

2
4

transcribed to facilitate ana]ysis \

C\ /The first question asked.students to arrange the1r d1fferent reading
AN

books Jn order from eas1est to hardest. For the grouped c]asseg (2/3G,

: ZSG, and 5SG),, the' four reading books being used in the class were presented.

For the .non- grouped c]asses (2W and 5W), three books being used at the

scﬂhpl were pres\ht #: the Qne ueed in their classroom, one, lower-grade”®

book, and one h1gher-grade book o _4’ .o

. 3

The second quest15ﬁ'asked students to decide which of two students .

v

was agletter -reader and to explain how .they had made their choicd. Inter-

.

viewérs asked the speci fic quest1ons: "Who is a better reader, " (X)

Py

-~
3

¥

’
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N
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. .

or' (Y) ?" and "How come?" If students responded that they- were
the same, they wqre(foncea to make a choice. The two choices were always . v
the same sex and the interviewee's name was sed as a 6omparison. -

I

Three types of comparisons were asked in all Classes: (a) a low -
versus m ddle reader, (b) a middle versus high reader, and {c) two { L

middle ?e'dqrs. The four reading groups were -labeled "Tow," "aVérage-

.
won

low," "average-high," and "high." For the staggered-grouped classes,

cqmparisons‘were then as follows: (a) Tow versus-average-low (both

¢

morning readers), (b) aVerage-high-versus\higﬁ (both afternoon readers),

¢ ,‘ ; N .
and (g) average-low versus average-high (morning versus afternoon).:
- ~ <

For the grouped class, the éame comparisons were provided except group
" division was not by morning'or afternoon schedule. In the classes with
whole-class instruction, s;udéﬁ%s were divided into strata on the fall

achjevement test. . Both test scores. and observer judgments were used to

-

se]eq} lTow, middle, and high readers for the comparisons. In addition _

-
-

tblthpse thzge comparisons, students in the grouped and staggered-grouped

“

classes -were given one more comparison. This fourth comparison was

. betwqpn two students in the same ré%ding group as the interviewee.

Ly
- ‘ 0

-~

Coding Scheme,

A coding s¢heme wa's deve]gped for each of the two questions. -For . . ¢
_the first quegtion on book order, whether a student knew the corréct
. order)of tQ; books was “coded. Responses indiga?ing that ;tu&énts knew |
correct order were coded as a "1" and those that .did not were coﬂed as a

R The entire set of books had to be placed corre.ctly for a "1" to be ! \
coded. ' i




*

‘interviews. These reliabjlities are as fo]]ows:_=98% for book order,
R : -

O

: The second question on selection of better readers was coded for whom

d . -~

students selected, their degree of certainty, and thejir reasons: For.
. Pl ”~ M
degree of certainty, a dﬁstfnction was made between '\ether a. student

immediately made a choice between the two readers or

Wgether s/he ex-

pressed reluctancé and(was forced to choose’ Students \exp]anat1ons for

their’ cho1ce3‘prov1ded a detailed and comp]ex(descr1pt1on\of their though

©

processes and the factors they cons]dered Based on a pre11m1nary analy- -
. Sis, a category system for reasons was dev1sed This categony system was'

h1erarch1ca] and 1nc1uded areas 4and subareas) as foTTows assignment

» f"\

(Tevel/book, group, staggered schedule), behavior (behavior; effort, help),

' ~

‘evaluation {grades), task\performance (corréectness, quéntity, speed,, form,

understanding), other; ‘and don't know. While the first three reasons

LY

students gave for Why a student was a better reader were coded, onty the’
first responses are*included in this analysis., Th]s strategy allows. for

equal we1ght1ng of responses from d1fferent ch11dren and does not favor

N
~

highly verbal- children.

\ € . - o - ‘ * N
Inter-rater reliabilities were calculated for the coding for each

Tl

questioe. These were calculated by.having two people code 16% of the

98% for agreement on who was the better reader, 87% for general teason

v

for“betten reader, and 85% for subarea reason for better reader.

.

—
-

/
»




The section begins with a discussion of agreement among students in
} ¢ ‘ ) .

theit identification of "the better reader. To exp1ore'possib1e sources "o t o,

* of differences in level of agreement about better readers, information is L

A 2

presented .about the students knowledge of correct book order and about
*

~ ° ]

< the reasons they use to exp1a1n their chovces. Teooe it .o

- L A @
C o~

¢

" Agreement on Better-Reader-Choice

~

The first analysis considers the issue of whom students ‘selected as ¢
thesbetter reader. For each comparison, one.choice could be identified ° -
a_priori as correct. ‘Thts identification is based on group membership
in the grouped and staggered-grouped c]asses, and on test strata for.the ‘ -
who]e-c]ass c]asses' If there weTe. no agreement then" half the students

would choose one person in each compar1son and half the students wou]d
chobse “the other person. In_eachfc]ass, students are accurate in their o .
2 . . . . ¢
selections 75% of the time or more. This serves to vilidate the d T
ELlQL, se]ect1qn, s1nce 1€F1s the same as the'maJor1ty pos1t1op in each . ‘ ) ;

case.’ In effect this demonstraLes.that there 1s a genera]]y recogn1zed »

+

cont1nuum of read1ng sk1lls known . to students, observers testersl_and,e,

_— ¥ ‘

r

" teachers. Co . o

. . R « B
G1ven this general agreement there are two ways to ta]k about the . \\ T
Lo 7 .

se]ect1on var1ab1e. We can say that a student was accurate or 1naccurate

~

- . 4

majority posjition. While both statements are true, we. prefer the term |

> ' L] W

agreement“ because it emphas1zes the classroom reaT1ty for the child-- . : .

. _— [ g 4

. that student§ agree in their assessment of. read1ng skill, \{'
—~

-,
s/ . 7
: . b4 » a

- ’ * »

-] . - .

- ' - ~. ‘

- \ k4 . .
!
v . . -
f

in his choice.. We also can sa{ that he agreed or d1sagreed w1th the




,-3/.

A]though agreement is generally .high, there are 1mportant d1ffer-

ences in the degree of agreement% Table 1 reports the percentage agree-

ment for each qlass and for ability groups within each class. W1th1n

'each class, students care. d1v1ded into four ability groups. "In G and SG

‘ classes, these groups conrespond to instructional groups. In W classes,

%

these represent test-score strata. -~
The.most striking feature of the data in Table 1 is th? uniformly

high level of agreement in classes 2W and 5W, where reading was taught

L]

by whole- class instruction. About 90% of the students in these two

‘classes agree on who is a better reader. There is less agréement in the

°

classes with reading groups. Atso, there is an ability- group trend in

the classes with, reading groups. JIn staggered-grouped classes, agreement

v

is lowest among 1ow-ab111ty students, especially in the second grade.
'ﬂhis ability trend is reversed, however, in the grouped'class (2/3G) where
the greatest agreement (100%) is among low- ab111ty students and the ]east

agreement (67%)" is among high-ability studehts. These results natura]]y

<

evoke the question of why students in classes with reading groups show
.1ess agreement. The remainder of the paper exp]ores'this question,

beginning first with a comment about Table 1.

L]

Table 1 presents data averaged over the three different comparisqgns

that were asked--Tow vs. middle, middle vs. h1gh,.and mfddle VS. midd]et

~—

There are no differences-in agreement among the different comparisons,

-

._except for a sl1ght decrease in agreement in class 2/3G for the middle- .
9 t '

high comparlson. Typically, students in who]e-c]ass and grouped classroom

~

. .

$
organizations agree Just as often when comparing a low w1th middle student

as when comparing a m1dd1e with high student or two middle students.




" other session. There is no apparent probiem &ue_to lack of information

These results are important because they are somewhat unexpected. Under
whole- class instruction’, one might predict that it wou]d be d1ff1cu1t to
distinguish two" midd]e readers, who should be similar in performance.

% .
Students did express reluctance to make this choice (27% forced choice

.

responses compared to 3% on other‘tmnparisons)a However, agreement is
Still high. ' '

‘ Possible comparison differences also could have arisen in the stag-
gered-grouped c]asseS‘dué_to the staggeredgschedule. Recall that with the
staggered schedule, ]err-groups meet in the morﬁﬁng while higher groups
meet in the ;fternoop. Here middle-middle might have been expected to be ; .
the most clear cet comparison because it involves a contrast betweeq‘%orning
and afternoon readers. %or either of the other two comparisens,fhalf the
students are required to cgﬁbare students wtth whomgthey have ®o contact at
a1l during reading periods. But these d1fferences do not arise. Moreover,
students in these classes are just as accurate when compar::e students in
their own sess1on (morning or afternoon) as when comparing students in the : N
because of the staggered schedule. This suggests that thePstaggered schedule
has minimal effect on the results. Instead, the presence of reading groups

~

seems to be the important factor.

Knowledge of Book Order

One possible reason for lower agree@ent in the classes with reading
groups is that students do not know the order of the groups.” Information
about the studénts' know]edge.af the relative status of groups was obtained

by asking the students to look at the books qsed‘in the. classroom and put

them in order according to difficulty. The percentage of studgnts who could
. 4




=

do this correctly is reported 3ﬂ-Tab1e.2

» -

" As, ment ioned ear11er the nature of the quest1on about book ordeh was

d1fferent dependxng on classroom organ1zat1on. who1e-c1ass students were

- asked to .order three books. One of these was the text used in the class;

-

the other two were a h1gher and a Iower book .in the same read1ng series.

Tab]e 2 1nd1cates that who]e-c]ass students, who”have less d1rect fam111-

Y

'ar1ty with the books, are 1ess able to order the books accurate]y Never-
the]ess, these c]assesvprov1de an 1nterest1ng contrast to those with

read1ng groups, espec1a11y in the compar1son across grade 1evels.

\

Two striking features .of the book,order -data in Tab]e 2 are related to

ab111ty levels. First, h1gher-ab111ty students perform better than lower-

abi]ity students. This clearly appears s1nce the.two higher groups do

©

better than the two lower groups. This- trend ho]ds for all the o]asses

except 2/3G,‘where low-ability students do better; however this paraltels *
the ear11er f1nd1ng for this c]ass that Tow-abjility stidents have higher
agreement on’better readers. Apparent]y, 1ow-ab111ty §¢udents in this

classroom are more aware of the order of the reading groups and who are

the better readers than other low-ability students from other classrooms,

By

- while high-ability students are Jess aware'of these issues.

: Second 1ow-abﬁ11ty fifth- -gRaders tend to perform qu1te poorly when
¢ %
3dent1fy1ng\book order. Students in c1a§ses 25G, 2w, and 2/3G are gen-
- [N a
erally better- th%n.the1r o]der\counterparts at 1dent1fy1ng book order, ’

especia]?y %t thé‘ﬂomﬁabi]ity levels. So, lack of knowledge of group _ ]
.order, as ref]ected o know]edge of book order, does riat seem to explain

l* - -

comp]ete1y the da%a on "choice agreement reported earlier, espec1a11y the ~

v

-Tower agreement for secoqd graders, although know]edge of group order 1s
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'1ike]y to have some effect on agreement.‘ A more complete p1cture Can be

" obtained by cons1der1ng the reasons students gave “for the1r cho1ces.(

s

— . K

Reasons for Better-Reader Choices . .

After making.a choice of who was a better reader,,students were qsked
to exp1a1n how they had;made each se]ect1on. These responses were theﬁ\

coded by genena] agea and subarea of reason. Table 3 reports the genera]

". area of the first reason given. y
{

Information is reported separately by- class and,also by the nature

s

N N ‘ \
. of the comparison. Entries represent the pefcentage of first responses \
in each class that fe]f in each general reason category. Students:in
classes with whole-class reading rely on task performance to make their

. > choices. Students in the staggered-grouped c]asses most frequently cite
\ .

ass1gnment to groups or, sessions as the reaso/ for the1r choice. Moreover

s

. students in staggered -grQuped classes also shift to a ggfus on task perfor-
mance,uhen asked to compare students .in the same group as themselves, that

is, when group membership no longer distinguished choices. , Interestingly
9 \f‘ -

(
enough, studentsiig the.grouped,glass, but .not the staggered-grouped classes,

; rely more heavily on task performance, rather than group assignment,’ when ’

A <

"explaining differences in readers in all four of the comparisons.

©

Although assignment to,groops is the most frequent reason giveh by stu-

dents in stagdbred-grodped classes, still only about. half the students cite},

o

this reason. This suggests that group membership is an important factor

R > . f ~ /
considered by students, but certdinly not the only factor. Students in class
2/3G bear this out since they rely on task performance more than gmoup

assignment. '

14




Kknow" or "other" reasons (38%) Just the Oppos1te occurs

" (6%) as the ‘two Towest groups (38%).' There.are no other gra

N

|
f
¢ & J

4 -

. S , : 3 “ ¢
. Further analyses wer% eonducted- to det’rm1ne whether use of assignment
as a’ reason differs by abi]ity‘Jevel. The 7owestaability students in class

'2SG appear to be out]vers in use "lor ]ack of use) of ass1gnment as a reason.

‘They use this reason only 7% of the twme cohpared to-58% for 1ow- ab141ty

students in class 5SG. #hese students compensate by offe\ring more."don't

~

n class 2/3G -

1

where the two h1ghest groups use ass1gnment to groups not n ar]y as often -

 or ability”

>

¢

differences in reasons given, f :
» . Table 3 does suggest sore d1fference in reasons given according to the
nature of the compar1son&—\tﬁen7compar1ng Tow affd middle readers, students in
grouped c]asses coneentrate less on group membership and more on-task perfor-
mance than they do in making other comparisons. Apparently there is someth1qg
espec1a11y sa11ent about the overt perfonnance of low achievers. However,
even here students destrlbe academ1c performance (especially oral reading)

and not general classroom behav1or‘ A '

This 1nfofmat1on about reasons does not really c]ar1fy the sour:e\oﬁ

d1sagreement in the grouped and staggered- grouped c]asi;s. Students in

.the staggered grouped c]aSSes give ass1gnment reasons about half the time

4

while those in the grouped c]ass use assignment as a secondary reason omly
about a quarter of the time. On the ore hand, students might have 1ess
agreement when they g1ve ass1gn;ent reasons. This could occur/1f they do °
not know group order or who is in which group. On the other hand, students
might agreé when they use ass1gnment reasons but disagree when they use

task performance or. other reasons because of the Jimited 1nformat1on they

have available. To ‘distinguish between these possibi]itfes, we examined

~ ' .
v e /
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\

agreement as a function of reason given. These data are reparted in

. . ) ) v
Table 4. _ \ ) - ¥

. . . £94
3

Tab]e 4 shows that use of asslgnment as a reason 1s not ' the geneFaP

‘.

source of d1sagreement. When the students in staggered-grouped‘c]asses
-~ \\ . -
use assignment as a reason, they agree 88% of the ‘time. Students in

L 3 . ' \\ ’ * L4
the groubed,class do even better since they agree 100% of the time when

. assignment reasons are used. These ratesare quite similar to the 90%

agreement’rate for whole-class students using their preferred feason --

g \ !

task performance. However, when students in_staggered-grouped classes
. o ] ,

rely on task.performance they agree less (78%). Students in the

‘grouped c]ass'also have difficulty agreeing when task performance is used
(68%) .This is presumably the result’ of having less 1nformat1on with

which to eva1uate task performance. The " Towest agreement rate, however,

is for students in staggened-grouped classes who'could not give a reason

or who g1ve an 1d1osyncrat1c reason (58%§. Many of these students are

E]
-

the 1owest ~ability students in class 2SG. This'suggests that, in addition

to the lack of task performance information, dr perhaps because ofoit,x
some students'fail td»devekpp any reliable dinension for evaluating
reading skill, ‘ o ', ,: o
A]thougﬁ‘agreement is generally high when students use assidnment as

a reason, there are ability differences. In the staggered-grouped c]asses

a clear pattern emerges. Students in the highest ab171¢y groups who use

ass1gnment as a reason have, 100% agreement in choos1ng the better reader.
In the average-high group, there is a 95% agreement; in the average-1low
’ group, 80%; and in the lowest group, 70%. in other wqrds, high-ability

.
L,

students use grouping reasons with extreme accuracy, even in second grade.

Low-ability students have more difficulty. Remember that the lowest ability




G seldom use grouping as a reason, so this means that
most of the low bi]ity.students with 70% accuracy are fiﬂtofgraders. Even
et.this age they have trouble knowing book order and presumably also in
knowing who is in which group. They know ‘group membership is a relevant and;
import ant diﬁension for comparing students but they have not completely ana-
lyzed and understood‘the specifits of their classroom situation.

A different pattern emerges in the grouped c]assroomz Even though

students at all ability levels who ose aésignment reasons have high agree-

ment'(100%),_high-ability students ‘tend not to use assignmenf to groups

. A -a [ : ; -
as often as low-ability students. High-ability students tend to rely

task performance descriptions; however, as noted earlier, these students

-

have poorer»agreement rates than low-ability students in the class. In

other words, high-ability students use task performance reasons and are’ -
quite inaccurdte while low-ability students use groupiog with extreme

accuracy. -While this ability pattern is the exact reverse of that found

-
y A

in the staggered-grouped classes, this suggests that 1ow;ability students,

.

even second-graders, can use grouping reasons quite successfully,

Discussion ‘s
. . -~

These results provide information about how‘children understand and
evaluate good read1ng ‘Tn classrooms. The structure of the classroom |
‘clearly 1nf]uences the~mean1ng that ‘students’ attach to the phrase "better
reader," the factors they.cons1der when compar1ng the performance of two
students and, therefore .how much- agreement ex1sts dbout whois better.
- " Students tend to 1nterpret the quest1on "who .is a betteT reader?" \

N
. as a quest1on about specific reading performance. They focus on oral




H
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- students. . i

.in these classes c]ear]y:focus on group membership as a way of deciding ,

-
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read1ng performance and give v1v1d descr1pt1ons of their classmates'

Iperformances%.hThm focus on ora] performance is noteworthy. It may in

part Be~a result of the way the Guestion‘was asked. While "who is a

better reader?" may concentrate attention on oral performance, a question <
- & .

like "who does better in read1ng?“ m1ght produce different, results.

*

Nonethe]ess, students tend to: 1gnore performance on reading tasks like =~ -

'worksheets, even though these are often completed or checked in a whole- )

class ]esson “where public performance is exhibited. They also 1gn0re how ¢

well students comprehgnd what they read. Teachers might want to cons1der

4.

what aspects of reading are.important to them, both within”and outside

the domain of oral reading,dand how these: values can be communicated to

4

] + .

‘Classroom organization appears to influence student perceBtions of who L.

~

are better readers. For the two classes with whole-class instruction, stu-

dents agree on who is better about 90% of the time. They base their dé-

©

cision on a detailed analysis of oral reading performance. Smooth, error-

L

free reading with expression sounds good to everybody.

-

~ In the grouped and staggered -grouped classes, the situation is more \\\\\

complex and there is less agreement about who is better. Many students

\
who is better and are extremely accurate when using this criterion.

Sometimes students continue to use task performance as a basis for their y

- «

decision. ' They gather 1nformat1on from 1arge -group activities, from
ora] reading during soc1a1 studies or science, and from eavesdropp1nq.

But the information base is sma11er.than in who]e class reading; therefore,

students_#re someWhat less accUrate when using task;performance reasons




.

in these grouped $]asses than in glasses with whole-class reading . - ¥

.
- - - - ¢ ) - ° °
»

instruction.. -

These results about classroom structure are consistent with those T

t

" of Rosenholtz and Wilson (1980) in that agreemeht i's lower in classes :

'

which are more differentiated. It 1s 1nterestnng that the effect shou]d

)

occur even in grouped and staggered- grouped classes, a mild and preva]ent
form of d1fferent1gt1on compa red to ‘a.classroom such as the mu]titask

classes described by Bossert (1979), where there are many different acti-

_l‘.

vit%es;occvrrfng—sﬁmu}taneousfy-and’groups are flexibte: . T,

o" .

Very little of.our data indicates that students’ ages have any effect . | s
qn their perceptions. Ear11er work has 1nd1cated that younger cﬁ1]dren S (it\\
focus on work habits and general clas’sroom behav‘or when mak1ng ab1]1ty '

compar1sons of tH@ﬁr peers (Cleménts et al., 1980; Stipek, 1981).\.Wh1]e .
) N . . ~ ;-
our results do suggest a s]1ght@tendency for younger students to use beha-

-

vior reason$ more often than older students, these-younger ch11dren re]y
more on group placement and spec1f1c task. performance as do the1r o]der
Pt

counterparts. Once aga1n, the discrepancy in our results may be a function

, . . :. ;..V . ,
of‘the‘way the question was worded. . - - -

¢ P

INevertheless, ability differences 1n students perceptions were dis- R

L] Al

Covered In the staggered- grouped c]assroom organ1zat1on, all but the— . . o
]owest ab1]1ty second-graders seem to know that the student in the h1g;er . . - ¢ v
group is a better reader. However, there are abi]ity differences in the

students' capac1t1es to use ass1gnment reasons accurately. Low ab1]1ty

students are less ]1ke]y to know the correct order of the:textbooks. T

This ‘may be partly dug to their ]ack of fami]iarity with the books.they

have not yet encountered, but some gtudents evig\p]ace their own book ~ 7 w - -

-~
: S o

d . \ s N ..
L4 . . . .
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A

ability levels differently from the staggered schedu]e. H1ghdﬁb1f1ty :f : k\.” ’
_sE&dents from the - ‘grouped class are ]ess accurate in the1r ludgments °;’ S “T
_ than their counterparts from the staﬁgered-grouped classes. EjKeWise, \ :Q \:A‘
1ow-ab111ty students from the grouped c]ass are more accurate than ]ow- «f e

» - 4
.

1
<N . TR .

incorrectly,” In~addi tion tofknowinggbook order,.stddents myst know ‘who- 31' - :

is in which ‘group. Wh1]e high- ab1]1ty dtudents seem to know both book

' ‘ N : & |

ordéer and group membersh1p qu1te well; even in second grade,‘low-ap1]1ty ) ‘:'

students have not yet assimilated all of this information, even by fifth

. . ) - P - B |
grade. N ' . B

AN
N . 3 .
P , . . - . s R

* Results fromthe grouped class (not on a staggered scﬁedu]e) 1nd1catb

that the s1mu]taneous operat#on of groups may affect students of vaﬁyyng -

4

ability students from the staggered c]assrooms. As in the sta%gered grouped f@
c]asses, students who use assignment reasons are more accurate 19 Judg1ng

readers than those who use task performance descriptions.* - -+ b\ ' -

N - .

* These data on ability differences suggest two 1mportant points.

~ RO -
First, in any classroom organization where groups are.operating, students ¢ -

who attempt to use the task performance of their peers are less 11EeJy
A . ' ' oo .
to make acturate judgments. This seems to hold no matter what abi]ity

LI 4 .

group may try to use task performance. Second,,be1ng in a c]assr00m TR 4 “

where read1ng groups opergfe at the same time may provide 1ow-ab1]1ty '5 -
y - -t L
students with useful 1nformat1on for judging other students ih the :

I -

classroom. ' .
ST : . o
Further research'-is needed to extend our understanding of specific®
. ' ‘ * R > co. ’ . ~
structures and their effects on students'of varying .ages and abilities.. Cae s \:

In particu]ar, it would be important to disentangle the effects of groupfng .

from the effects of-the staggered schedule. The staggered schedule'is,itself \~i:,




» e\ ° ,
- ) - . (;/ '
one form of differentiation and our data.seem to suggest that this might

isolate students and 1imit the information they have about one another._'If
alt [eading groups operate at the same time in the c]aSsroom, students might
have more in?ormation and therefore more agreement.” In addition, this 1ine

of research may begig to c]arify the classroom conditions which allow 1ow-
ability:students to Ze more aware of grouping practices than high-ability .

[N

v . . .
Do . .

students.’

C]early, teachers can afrange their‘classrqoms to increase or decrease

the amount of informatidn students receiveé which - can influence their Views
v
of each other and presumab]y, themse]ves. Estabiishing reading groups

. =

" rather than using who]e class readgng instruction appears to prov1de a more

~

open Situati5n in whith students are not locked into a uniform assessment of

Sk1]].‘ Teachers might want to provide opportunities within their programs

"+ for differentiated acthitiesiipch as'instructional groups. . Teachers also

can prov1de activities which foster the se]f confidence .and papticipation of _
L]

1ow-ability chi]dren gy differentiating activitjes so that reading and verbal"

ability are not the sole criteria for successfui performance. One such

-

program outlined by Rosenho]tz (19]9) is the Mu]tipie Abilities Curriculum

which ch is deSJgned to help students who are iow achievers in conventional

@

classroom sk111§ by focusing’ on different areas such as Visua1 thinking,
reasoning, and intditive thinking. This arrangement increases 1ow-abi1ity

students Expectations for future performance; encourages thgm to partici-

.
? -

pate, and makes peers more accepting of their contributions. Additional

research has found that low-ability students benefit from opportunities

.

'to work cooperatively, both in homogeneous groups (Cohen and Intili, 1981)

and- in/hefﬁgogeneous small groups (Peterson, 1981; Webb,1981).

- N -

21, .
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y Teache_r‘sv might think about ‘the consequences of their classroom or:ga-

nization for student perceptions and might consider these suggestions for - .
. . .. 3 .n » . ) é
§ _ differentiated activities. \ . ’ :
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Footnotes

. X -
1 The authors wish to thank Steven Bossert and Ginny Lee for their comments’on

-
v

an_earlier draft\S? this paper.
o ’ . &

The highest grogp in the second grade class met with’ another teacher
b p o

for reading the irii part of the year as part of a team teaching

v

arrangements At this time, they were morning remders. In January

~

. - .o A ] ! o
they moved back to the regular teacher's class and joined the after-
noon_group. _They read u]th_Lhe.ayenage h1ghggroup~£or~ab0utﬂtwou~— -

weeks and then were sh11fted to a separate group.

i

This paper describes only part of the interview data collected in
field work by the Class Size and Instruction Program. Additional
questions probed student,sé]f-perceptinn; as well as other issues

related to perceptﬁon§ of doing a good job on school work.

& . -
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, o TABLE 1IN
» . * .
_ Student Agreement on Choice of Better Readers
C J * _ :
"o ° :”-“k’ “L
‘ - . Group
" Class . 25G 2W ”2_/3G 55G 05!4 Average
Ability group (n) % () % (n) % (n) % (n) % %
High . (16) 83 (18) 89  (3) 67 (23) 90  (15)* 93 88
Average-high- (20)° 100 (14) 85  (16) 69  (23) 78  (30) 93 86
g lfverage-low (26) 72 . (18) 89 (17) 76+ (17) 77- (3) 89 .78¢
“p
Low . W5) .42 (17) 89 . (6)'100  (16) 77 (6) 8 75
Class Average 74 . 88 76 8l "ol 82
%" - s
. e '
‘ . 9‘ J\ ¢
) $ o
. v R
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TABLE 2

Knowledge of Book Order

- Group
“Class 2SG 2W 2/3G 556G 5W Average
\/—'
AbiTity Group (n) % () % () % (n) % (n) % A
. . 1 ‘ ‘ »
. \ ' R
High (6) 100 (6) 8 (1) O {7) .86 (5) 60 83
. . A
- Average-high  (5) 80  (5) 60  (6) 67  (8) 88 ~{10) 70 74
, ) Q\\:verage-low (9) 89 (6) 67 " (7) N (6) 33 (v)y o 65
R ow. . (4) 50  (6) 67  (3) 100.9- (5)—40-—(2) 50 - 60
Class Average 80 69 71 62 45 7
- . ‘\\\\
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Low-Middle

I >

;‘ TABLE 3
Reason for Choice of Better Readers ;
4 R 4
Comparison (
Middle-High Middle-Middle

-

\
Same-Group

Class: 2SG 2W 2/3G 5SG 5W
“n=( ) (24) (21) (16) (27) (22)

PSG 2W 2/3G 5S@ THW' 256G 2W 2/3G 5SG SM

(25) (23) (llf (27) (22) (191 (24) (13) (25) (22) *(21) (17) (22)c

2SG 2/36" 5SG ,

Reason
: "Ass{gnment "3 5
Beha;ipr ‘., t8 :{%4
‘Evaluation _ 0 0
Task Performanée 38 7N
Don't Know . :. . 5
Other” o § 5 ‘

4

52 0 28 52 0 " 63 0 24 48
4 17 18 4 5 0 13 24 12

0 9 0 4 23 0 0 8 0

6 70 54 37 73 16 75 46 36

20 4 0 4 0 1 0 0 4
4

8 0 0 0 0 m 13, 0 0

@

v

0. 5 12
532 4
0 11* 0
67 47 69
19 5 4
;16 0 12
32
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TABLE 4 .- .
' 7 :.
. Agr:ée;nent on Choicz
. (By Reason an'd Classroom Organization). - : \
> 3
‘ " Classroom Organization
: Staggeréd-Grouped Grouped Whd18-Class
~~ (256G, 5SG) C(2/36) . (2, 5W)
Reason . ~(n) . % .(n). % - (n) ‘ %
_ Assignment (69) 88 *  (9) 100 (1) 100
Behavior (8) 75 (10) 70 (1'65 75
Evaluation (2) 100 (1) 100  (10) 100
Task Performance/: (49) 78 ' (’19) 68 (98) 90
Nene/Other (19) 58 (1) 100 (7} 86
3 \ j :
R 4 ' ’ V4

I)‘ . ' -
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